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PROGRAM B R I E F

BIRUH TESFA
(‘BRIGHT FUTURE’)

A program for poor, urban girls at risk of
exploitation and abuse in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia
Low income and slum areas in urban sub-Saharan Africa attract large numbers of
rural-urban migrants in search of work and educational opportunities. Many of these
migrants are adolescents from poor rural areas, who risk the dangers and hazards of
life in the slums, in the hopes of carving out a better life for themselves. Population
Council and Ministry of Youth and Sport research in low income and slum areas of
Addis Ababa indicated that female adolescent migrants outnumbered male migrants,
with these settings home to large concentrations of vulnerable girls. Not only did girls
migrate in search of education and jobs, but they often came to escape forced early
marriages in their rural homes. These girls arrive knowing little about life in dense
urban centers, often with little or no education, and no family members or friends to
turn to. Many new arrivals are initially absorbed into domestic work; some eventually
drift into sex work either for lack of choice or in pursuit of better pay and fewer working
hours. Such girls are at ongoing risk of coerced or forced sex, exchange of sex for
gifts, money, support or survival, and exploitative labor.
Though most of the youth programs in Ethiopia such as peer education and youth
centers are located in urban areas, and indeed many are in slum areas like Mercato,
such girls are rarely beneficiaries of these efforts. Biruh Tesfa is a joint project by the
Ethiopian Ministry of Youth and Sport and the Addis Ababa Youth and Sport Commission,
with technical assistance from the Population Council and support from UNFPA, DFID,
and Turner Foundation. Implemented in the Mercato area of Addis Ababa, the project
targets out-of-school girls aged 10 to 19, most of whom are migrants, living away from
parents and family members, and unlikely to be reached by current programs.

Safe spaces, social networks and support for marginalized girls
Birhu Tesfa (meaning “Bright Future” in Amharic) is a program for adolescent girls in
the Mercato area of Addis Ababa. The program is designed to assist out-of-school
girls by creating safe spaces through which they can build support networks with other

I get up at 6 in the morning
and start work by cleaning
the house. I fetch water and
wash the dirty jibbas. I leave
them soaking and go to the
shop if there is something to
be bought, then I make the
beds – there are ﬁve or six
beds that we rent … Then I
go back and wash the dishes
and I get the dishes that
people used for lunch and I
wash them too. By this time
it is dark …
… I don’t have any friends
around here. If she
[employer] ﬁnds me talking
to someone, she says, “Why
are you talking and not
doing work?” So I don’t talk
to anyone.
–Addis Ababa domestic worker,
age 14, migrated at age 14
from Amhara Region, 5 years
education

Biruh Tesfa participant
talks about her past and her
aspirations …
“I lived with my family,
both mother and father. My
parents wanted to marry
me, but I refused and came
to Addis Ababa. First I told
them that I wanted to go to
school. But they were not
willing … I said to myself
that I will get a job [in Addis
Ababa] as a domestic worker
and pursue my education …
… I’d love to be a
doctor … I want to quit this
kind of work because we
face ridicule everyday. I also
want to tell my story - that
I ran away from my family
in the countryside and I
came to Addis Ababa and
completed school in Addis.
“ –Addis Ababa domestic
worker, age 17, migrated at age
16 from Amhara Region, no
education”

girls, as well as relationships with supportive adults. The program promotes functional
literacy, life skills, livelihoods skills, and reproductive health education through girls’
clubs led by adult female mentors. Girls clubs are held in meeting spaces donated
by the kebele (local administration). These meeting spaces are simple social halls
in the community, equipped with benches and blackboards. Meeting spaces remain
a challenge. In slum areas, space is at a premium and several clubs are forced to
meet in one room, with some meeting facilities lacking running water or proper toilets.
Groups meet for two hours, three times a week. Girls whose time is limited due to
work or control by employers may attend less regularly. Meeting times are varied
to accommodate the various schedules of working girls. Some groups meet in the
morning hours, some in the afternoon, and some in the early evening, a session which
is dominated by domestic workers.

Reaching invisible and hard-to-reach girls
Forming Birhu Tesfa groups is a challenge, given that the most vulnerable girls are
often out of sight and inaccessible, engaged in domestic work or other types of
survival work. Frequently, employers do not approve of girls being away from work
or engaged in social activities. Birhu Tesfa mentors are adult women recruited from
Mercato area, most of whom are local women’s leaders, and active and well-known
in the community. These 18 mentors are assigned specified areas of operation within
Mercato, most often in their own areas of residence. In the beginning of the program,
mentors go house to house, to introduce themselves and the program. Through these
home visits, they identify out-of-school girls who may be eligible, including domestic
workers. They describe the program to employers or guardians and negotiate the girls’
participation. Mentors often emphasize the non-formal education component of the
program, finding that employers and guardians are generally supportive of educational
opportunities for girls.

Engaging large numbers of girls in the program
The project has already received an enthusiastic response from the community-over
600 girls joined Biruh Tesfa, amounting to roughly 60 percent of eligible out-of-school
girls. One hundred and thirty domestic workers are participating in the program, or
about 20 percent of program participants. About one third of participants are younger
adolescents aged 10 to 14 and over one half of participating girls have never attended
school before.
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